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Experiencing Upward Mobility: the case of Self-employed Businessmen 
 
Andreas Giazitzoglu  
 
The shift of interest within mobility research towards more detailed and individual accounts 
of personal experience and senses of identity has reached the stage where a variety of 
responses to being mobile is becoming clear. It should not be surprising that men and women 
encounter mobility in different ways, and explain their reactions in distinctive narratives (cf 
Lawler 1999 with Miles et al 2011). There is no reason to believe that young people, fresh 
from having become mobile, will explain themselves in the same way as older men who are 
well-advanced in their careers (cf Giazitzoglu 2014 with Miles et al 2011). Differing extents, 
routes and directions of mobility must plausibly produce a range of effects post-mobility life. 
However, despite Morgan’s (2005: 172) call for the intersection of masculinity, social class 
and lived-experience to be investigated, we are currently still at a very early stage. This 
chapter explores some of the issues connected with experiencing mobility for formerly 
working class men, in particular those who have become self-employed rather than 
employees. 
Despite high failure rates and a lack of business growth associated with most self-
employment, governments globally – with the help of glamorous media-depictions of 
successful entrepreneurship (Swail et al, 2014) – position self-employment as a vehicle for 
realising social mobility. Those in developed and developing economies are encouraged to 
see establishing their own business as a step to a ‘better life’, although over 50% of start-ups 
fold within 3 – 5 years of formation, and only 5% of small businesses grow (Shane, 2008). 
Not only may starting a small business be an unsound idea financially (more business start-
ups fail, even, than marriages), it could also be that from a psycho-social point of view, 
business formation is something one should enter tentatively. Despite the rhetoric about the 
benefits of self-employment (and consequent upward mobility), there are inevitable 
drawbacks to the entrepreneurial way of life; most obviously the long-hours, financial 
insecurity and general pressures self-employment creates. These strains are exacerbated when 
self-employment occurs within a family-firm, owing to the close-proximity, over emotive 
relationships and heightened fear of loss that family firm business dynamics induce 
(Jaskiewicz et al, 2015). 
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However, a lack of research into the ‘lived’ aspects of self-employment means the 
experiential impact of business ownership on the self and family members is not yet fully 
understood. We do not know how self-employment structures a person’s lived experience, 
especially outside of work, in the personal and leisure spheres that the self-employed agent 
encounters. A failed business start-up can lead to financial loss, social stigma and a lack of 
confidence, with obvious implications on the lived-experience. Yet, even if business 
ownership is ‘successful enough’ to produce upward mobility for an individual, then it is 
possible, indeed likely, that problems arise in the self-employed individual’s lived-
experience. In terms of the mobility experience, these problems are most likely to occur as 
the business owner contends with a new level of wealth, a new identity, a break from past-ties 
and, possibly, new social circles and conventions as part of the upward mobility experience. 
More specifically, the question addressed here is: if a business creator manages to obtain 
socio-economic ‘success’ through their self-employment, to the point that they become 
members of a higher social class to their class of origin, then what are the implications of 
this, both positive and negative, for the business owner’s lived experience?  
 
As a research method, ethnography is especially suited to answering this, and related 
questions. Ethnography – in the form of observations of participants and interviews with 
participants - allows us to uncover qualitative data that explains the subjective experiences 
attributed by actors to their enterprise(s), and any related movements between social classes 
that actors experience as a result of heightened levels of capital obtained through their 
enterprise. Yet, a criticism of the ethnographic method relates to rigor: when, as the case is 
with most ethnography, only a small number of cases are used in order to evidence larger 
empirical statements and theoretical frameworks, to what extent can ethnography be seen to 
create ‘validity’, in terms of data acquisition and analysis? As shown by Payne and Williams 
(2005), the sort of data collected and presented here is meant to further generalizations (in 
this case generalizations about the mobility experience associated with enterprise). However, 
the generalizations presented are explicitly formulated with direct reference to the voices and 
actions of one’s research participants. In this sense, the generalizations are valid and 
meaningful, and born from the articulated experiences of real social actors, rooted in the 
everyday experience of the phenomenon in question.     
 
For example, Giazitzoglu and Down (2015) have shown how displays of masculine 
behaviour in the social life of small-business owners can offer support for individuals and 
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their self-image. Their ethnographic study of the upwardly mobile ‘Magpie group’, 10 self-
employed males who own and run small businesses, live in a semi-rural locale, and socialize 
as a clique on Friday evenings in ‘The Magpie’ pub, identifies the performance of male 
competitiveness as a legitimating process for their ‘achievements’. This boastful group 
behaviour contrasts with the individual interview responses reported by Miles et al (2011), 
where men who had experienced upwardly mobile life-trajectories through successful waged-
labour careers, understood their upward mobility in more unassertive and contingent terms. 
Rather than seeing their upward mobility as a ‘project of the self’ and a testimony to their 
own hard-work and ability, as other men have been shown to do (e.g. Goldthorpe 1980; 
Atkinson 2010 ; Giazitzoglu, 2014), Miles et al’s participants discussed their upward mobility 
with modesty and humility. The men’s upward mobility was positioned as a somewhat 
detached, almost accidental – rather than actively pursued – phenomenon.  
 
The differences in responses in the two studies cannot be narrowly attributed to the fact that 
the Magpies were self-employed, although the form and content of their competitiveness 
(around ‘business success’ and reputation) is distinctive. The data collection methods may 
themselves account for some of the difference, while as studies of working class students in 
secondary and higher education suggest (e.g. Ingram 2011; Coulson et al 2017; Chapter YY) 
periods of transition, and therefore age and time (Chapter XX), are important aspects in 
mobility. It is possible that Miles et al’s participants did not always see their upward mobility 
with a sense of modesty, and that this modesty emerged with time, as the men felt 
increasingly secure in a new habitus, and part of a higher social class category to that of their 
origins. If so, this might also explain the greater emphasis on personal achievement reported 
by some of Atkinson’s younger sample of university graduates in Bristol.  
 
The complexity of personal narratives of mobility is also due to an essential lack of 
consistency and coherence in the accounts volunteered by informants. Thus Giazitzoglu’s 
(2014) ‘Changers’, seven white, heterosexual British men in their early 30s who had grown 
up in working class homes located in a stigmatised post-industrial town in the North-East of 
England, discuss their upward mobility in interviews and during participant observation with 
boastfulness, yet also a sense of anxiety and melancholy. Through their educational 
attainment and salaried employment, the Changers have experienced objective upward 
mobility, becoming members of the service class (more specifically, NS-Sec L4 (lower 
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professional and higher technical occupations). But this has not brought about any sense of 
security. 
 
Their upward mobility has allowed the Changers physically to leave their community of 
origin and live in the suburbs of a city. In addition to this acting out of their new status, they 
dramaturgically attempt to replicate a middle class masculine identity through the ownership 
of materialistic commodities. This helps them dilute the working class masculine identities 
they had earlier experienced, and legitimise themselves when encountering middle class 
actors, with whom they wish to associate and ‘belong’, and from whom they seek 
recognition. The Changers define their social mobility in apparently superficial ways, linked 
to lifestyle and the possession of status symbols. As one Changer, Phil, explains, the process 
of social mobility is defined by members of the Changers as being denoted by them taking on 
identities of: 
‘A proper posh lad in (northern city) . . . always drinking in a top bar at the 
weekend with loads of money in my pocket and women with nice accents all 
around me while wearing my Armani suit.’ 
 
Behind their stylistic performances, the Changers lament their inability to achieve full social 
acceptance in middle class enclaves (see Chapter XX), and find only temporary happiness in 
their hedonistic and consumption-centred lifestyles. This negative psycho-social experiential 
consequence of the men’s upward mobility is captured in the following extracts: 
Phil: 'The truth is that no matter how much money I spend on clothes or how 
good I look, there is always a level that I can get to but not past . . . basically 
the right background and breading . . . There's only so far you can go when 
you're from where we are … no matter how hard you try like when it comes to 
competing with that lot – best schools and all the silver spoons from a young 
age, the lucky bastards!' 
 
Chris: 'By the time the weekend comes, I feel empty, like I've been raped at 
work. But I wake up on a Saturday and spend … I go shopping with the lads 
[Changers] then go out … probably wearing my new clothes'. 
Author: 'But does shopping make you happy, does owning these things help 
you feel good?' 
Chris: 'No, not at all'. 
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In terms of the dissociative thesis (Chapter AA), a key element seems to be this felt need for 
a sense of security. Upon moving between social classes, men (and women) face challenges 
to their identity; and may not fully feel at ease - despite their attempts to integrate - among a 
new, ‘higher’ culture and class. However, people who experience upward mobility – i.e. 
heightened levels of social, cultural and economic capital - as a result of their own business 
venturing experience a distinctive sort of mobility that may be different to, and can be 
juxtaposed with, the mobility encountered via educational attainment and salaried 
employment, not least because entrepreneurship is so characteristically a male world (men 
are twice as likely to be classified as self-employed as women: LFS 2015). While not aiming 
to discourage self-employment or upward mobility per se, the next section offers – through 
its identification of the impatience, frustration and insecurity that participants associate with 
their experiences –  further empirical evidence for the idea that upward mobility is not 
necessarily a fully benevolent process (Strauss, 1971). 
 
Two Mobility case studies: Tom and Danny 
Tom and Danny, are two of the Magpie group, chosen here due to the men’s demographic 
resemblance and the similarity with which their interviews articulated the intersection of their 
self-employment and experiences of upward mobility. Thus Tom and Danny help to establish 
an idea of what it is like for men of a certain age, in a certain locale, running distinctive types 
of ‘small businesses’ employing less than ten people, to experience upward mobility. 
The small number of cases explored in this chapter follows the tradition others have set when 
trying to explore how business owners articulate and describe their, subjective, lived-
experiences (e.g. Graebner, 2009; and Mallett and Wapshott’s (2015) study into 
‘olderpreneurs’ which is based on two participants). Exploring a very small number of cases 
allows a researcher to understand the relative, nuanced complexities of a lived-phenomenon 
in rich detail. When two cases articulate the same experiences and events with similarity, 
some moderated claims for generalizability from the cases can be made (Eisenhardt, 1989, 
Payne and Williams, 2005). Here, I am suggesting that there is no clear reason why Tom and 
Danny’s experiences should probably not be generalizable to other men of their demography, 
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experiencing upward mobility through small-business ownership in other semi-rural locales 
in the UK.  
 
The data presented come from the original Magpie study, supplemented by semi-structured 
interviews with Tom and Danny covering the topics of perceptions of social class; business 
experiences and reactions to them; changes in identity; and reflections on social career 
expectations and outcomes. Recording, transcription and systematical analysis by key-theme 
categories using a computer package allowed the author to see which categories were 
discussed most frequently, both by the Magpie group as a whole and by individual members. 
Answers to the question ‘what new experiences has your business afforded you?’ proved 
particularly interesting: although requiring clarification on the idea of ‘experiences’, the two 
participants were especially vocal, open and animated when responding to this question.  
Giazitzoglu and Down (2015: 16) describe the two men in the following ways: 
Tom, 55, runs an interior design business which is nine years old. Tom recently 
opened a shop in Beachwood which sells interior design materials. Tom 
employs his wife to work in his shop. Tom’s business has recently grown after 
a number of professional footballers employed him to work on the interiors of 
their homes. Tom is currently thinking about fusing his interests ‘in real ale 
and making money’ by forming a micro-brewery and selling the alcohol his 
brewery makes. 
 
Danny, 58, owns a beauty salon which provides massages, manicure services 
and sells beauty products. Danny employs five staff in his salon. Danny’s salon 
is twelve years old. He used to own a holiday agency but decided to ‘get out’ 
when ‘the internet started taking over’ the consumption of holidays. Danny and 
his wife also provide a childcare/babysitting service in Beachwood. 
Tom and Danny are both heterosexual, white men between the ages of 55 and 58. Neither are 
fathers or have children for whom they are financially responsible. Both grew up in working 
class homes, in towns geographically close to the one they currently live in and moved to as 
part of their upward mobility experience. They each describe their economic situations as 
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‘very comfortable’, with both men owning houses; yet both men desire ‘much more’ and feel 
their desire for wealth will never be fulfilled ‘no matter how rich’ they become.  
Tom and Danny both belong in the ‘nearly men’ taxonomy described by Giazitzoglu and 
Down: they are not part of a local business elite, but are – on the basis of the levels of capital 
their self-employment has bestowed – close to being at the top of the social hierarchy in 
which the men interact. Both are planning to start or have recently started ventures in 
business fields that are different to their primary field: Tom is thinking about opening a 
micro-brewery (despite being involved, primarily, with interior design) while Danny and his 
wife have recently started a childcare business (despite their primary field being the beauty 
industry). This suggests both men have the Unternehmergeist or ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ 
discussed by Schumputer (1942: 82), and are ambitious enough to practice business in areas 
that are not familiar to them.  
Three ‘key themes’ emerged from the way the men responded to the open-ended questions: 
‘frustration/impatience’; ‘increased self-confidence’; and ‘role of and relationship with 
spouses’. While not the only themes (‘status-envy’ and ‘regrets about youth’ also featured 
quite heavily in the men’s discourses) these three themes occurred most frequently in Tom 
and Danny’s discourses and prompted the most passion, with both men increased the 
loudness of their voices and becoming more animated in their body-language.  
 
Key themes: (1) ‘I want it all yesterday’: Frustration and Impatience 
Both Tom and Danny recognise that they are upwardly-mobile and believe the change in their 
social-class and status is ‘great’ and ‘positive, of course … all people want that (upward 
mobility), even lazy people … it’s just some people are good enough and hard-working 
enough to get it but most aren’t’. In particular, the men associate the ability to save and spend 
money, enjoy a level of financial security and ‘impress people’ as being the ‘best’ aspects of 
their upward mobility and its lived-experience. 
 Tom: People notice when you wear nice clothes and drive a nice car, it 
impresses people, and it feels great to impress people, it gives you power, the 
fact I’ve done this myself through my own business is like the icing on the 
cake. 
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However, closer analysis of the men’s discourses reveals a fundamental contradiction: 
despite claiming to enjoy the upward mobility their self-employment has induced, a strong 
sense of frustration and impatience defines the way participants discuss their experiences. 
 
The basis of Tom and Danny’s frustration is that both men, somewhat desperately, want to 
acquire more capital, especially financial capital. By so doing, the men believe they can ‘get 
to a new level’ in terms of their status and acquisition of commodities. Danny makes this 
belief explicit in the flowing extract: 
I’m at a level now, like let’s say a six out of ten … if there was an audit of my house 
and car and clothes and like general level of respect, like the quality of my life, it’d be 
a seven or six. You might not think about life this way? I don’t know. But I want to be 
an eight or a nine so, and for that I need seriously more cash, I’m not really a big-
hitter now! … a big hitter is (names another Magpie Group member) at the nine or 
ten, so a serious player with all the trimmings, like the top dog.  
 
To reach the ‘next level’, and therefore acquire more capital through their self-employment, 
Tom and Danny see that a great deal of patience, ‘waiting around’ and risk alleviation is 
required, owing to the nature of the men’s businesses: 
Tom: The other thing I’d say to that is that, risk! You can’t go risking things. You 
can’t take too much out for yourself cause soon as you could need it in the future. 
Sometime, you think I could take x out for a new car or holiday but the voice in your 
head says why not spend it on the business or keep it there for a rainy day? … so it 
takes ages, you can’t get the things we talked about (status symbols) because it’s 
irresponsible. 
 
Danny: This isn’t like a dotcom business where you can get rich overnight, or like 
buying stocks or winning the lottery. This is a patient mans’ game. It’s not rags to 
riches bollocks. It’s about waiting around, doing the same things right every-day for 
years. You do that and you get rich slowly but surely. It’s common sense, consistency 
and, like building a name, keeping people happy. One bad customer and it can all go 
wrong. So that’s the problem, it’s not a fast moving thing, and it means it takes me 
ages … how can I amass all I want when I have to wait year on year to see where we 
are at with the figures?  
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Because the small businesses that Tom and Danny run do not guarantee improved levels of 
capital in a quick, linear way, the men’s upward mobility is lived in a frustrated way. While 
small business is, to borrow the phrase, the hand that feeds participants, is also the hand that, 
paradoxically, frustrates participants. This sense of frustration probably accounts for Tom and 
Danny ‘branching out’ into new, secondary markets in the pursuit of more capital: 
Tom: ‘Of course I want more, we all want more. That’s our basic drive isn’t it! 
That’s why I’m starting the micro-brewery. This is more your stuff, Dr 
Sociology (pointing at author) – I always have this thought on Bank Holidays, 
the masses like all the normal working people, the prols as we’d say (after 
earlier discussing Orwell’s 1984) spending all that money on going out, all 
weekend, just drinking and spending. And who gets rich? Not really the pubs 
because they need to buy licences and pay staff. The truth is the breweries. Like, 
I’m not just interested in beer, I’m also sure that it’s where money is – beer is 
like legal drugs isn’t it. People will always need holidays, haircuts, clothes and 
alcohol. They’re the real safe markets, so I’m entering that with the aim of 
money as much as interest.’  
 
This sense of frustration and impatience experienced by Tom and Danny appears to have 
diluted their passion for their businesses per se, with the effect of making their businesses 
‘means to an end’, with the end being capital. Thus their satisfaction in ‘doing business’ has 
subsided into a desperation to acquire the capital which business can yield, and the 
commodities capital can buy: 
Danny: The business used to be about the business, just doing business, like 
the business was what motivated us (me). It was about setting it up, learning 
the business, getting the right staff in place, getting the right prices with 
Dermatologica [suppliers of beauty products used in facials and sold in the 
salon], getting the best heated beds and towels so we know we give the best 
massages, even getting the best accountant in place. But once that is there, 
well, two things happen really. You get bored a bit because it gets easy and it 
runs itself so long as you treat people well and stay ahead of the game but 
mostly you get some success and you start buying stuff and you just, that’s it, 
the business just becomes like a tool to get more stuff. It’s like the business is a 
mechanism. It’s more about what the business can do for you rather than what 
you can do for the business. It’s more like, let’s sell this many of this stuff 
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today because it means I can get those Sabatier knives [i.e. expensive knives] 
we want in the kitchen this weekend. 
 
Key themes: (2) Self-confidence 
Both Tom and Danny suggested that they had very low levels of self-confidence ‘growing 
up’; with both men doing badly at school and resenting their teachers. However, as the men 
became increasingly able and successful in their businesses, the men’s confidence increased 
dramatically, to the extent they are now accused of being arrogant: 
Danny: I get that a lot, oh my you’ve changed, you’re well above your station 
now, you arrogant so and so ... what they remember and what they want is the 
scared little kid I was at school, letting people push me around and letting 
people boss me. But yeah I’ve got edge now. I know I’m cocky and I rub 
people’s noses in it, that I’ve done well. But I get it a lot, especially from family 
members who have basically failed and who say you’re lucky! Luck, ha ha, 
yeah – sure it’s luck.  
 
It appears that Tom and Danny believe people who run small businesses are ‘better’ than 
many people who do not. This means Tom and Danny respect other self-employed people 
and believe, because of their involvement with small-business, they’re more ‘realistic’ and 
can be more confident about their own views than non-business owners:  
Danny: I went on holiday and I met a lad at the bar and we got talking, I said 
after about five minutes, you’re self-employed aren’t you and he said yeah, and 
you are too and we could tell that about each other, like we both knew we were 
our sort of people like hard-working and risk-taking and ambitious. We got on 
like a house of fire. It’s like a club, being self-employed. We are not like the 9-
5ers[(derogatory term for office workers] or those lazy public sector wankers, 
no offense (laughs), we are like the better people really, the drivers of the 
economy, the employers, the movers … that’s where the self-respect might 
come from. 
 
This sense of self-assurance is even felt in relation to something as complex as Brexit: 
Tom: It was like after the Brexit vote, thank fuck for Brexit! That will seriously 
help us lot in small business you know. But I was watching the TV the next 
morning and all the do-gooders were on it, like the clueless remain lot, crying 
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because they didn’t get their own way and I thought, you’d be better off 
running a business then going into politics or running a business then getting a 
job. If you’ve not run a business you’re kind of clueless and unrealistic, that’s 
why I don’t respect a lot of people but business owners, even if they’ve failed, 
fair play – you tried and you learned … there is no education or test like your 
own business! 
A further aspect of the men’s experiences of upward mobility is, therefore, their increased 
self-confidence and belief that their self-employment has given them an education, sense of 
realism and acceptance among the ‘club’ of other self-employed agents.  
 
Key themes: (3) Spouses 
Danny and Tom’s experiences of upward mobility through self-employment are intrinsically 
linked to their wives. Tom employs his wife to work in his shop, but admits that his wife is a 
large part of his success and realisation of upward mobility – ‘I always listen to her, she’s got 
a better brain than me and I’d say 70% of success is because of her and her decisions, 
especially with sales, she’s able to sense who will buy what and she can really drive a sale’. 
Danny used to employ his wife in their beauty salon. However, Danny ‘got jealous’ when his 
wife, a trained masseuse, would give massages to other men so asked her to stop working in 
the beauty shop and focus her energy on their childcare business. While Danny does not 
attribute his success to his wife to the extent Tom does, Danny admits  
I was nothing when I met her and look at me now – I’m not saying I wouldn’t 
have done it without her but having her in my life let me focus and I certainly 
owe her lots, when it comes to support well she’s supported me through thick 
and thin.  
Danny also acknowledges that his wife played a significant part in making the travel agency 
they used to co-run a success.  
 
While both Tom and Danny recognise that their wives have driven their upward mobility, 
either through hands-on business practices or through ‘support’, both men, equally, believe 
their wives have stopped them being as lavish as they would like to be in their spending, and 
have therefore prevented their mobility experience as being as extreme as they’d like. Hence, 
both men have had to reduce the amount of money they spend, as their wives have effectively 
prevented them from spending to excess. Because neither Tom or Danny have children, they 
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see this block on their spending as a major imposition, and a challenge to their upward 
mobility experience: 
Tom: I often say what’s the point in me working so hard and making all this 
money if we can’t really enjoy it? I don’t just want to spend a little, I want to 
spend a lot. We don’t have kids, so I’m not having to pay for them to go to 
flipping art college or whatever buy them a house, we’ve got it in the bank so, 
I’ll be like, right a holiday and she’ll say great, and I’ll say business class seats? 
And she just stares at me and I know it’ll be economy again, but I want more … 
that sums us up, I’m the accelerator but she puts the brakes on. 
 
Danny: I hide spending from her. She thinks I have one set of golf clubs but I 
have three! Stuff like that. We have different attitudes to money. She’s tighter 
than a snare drum! I want to spend and enjoy it but she’s very not a 
spendthrift. 
 
For Tom and Danny, looking upwardly mobile in their self-presentations is ‘good for 
business’ due to the image it projects. The men feel that ‘investing in themselves’ is 
tantamount to investing in their business. Thus, Tom and Danny see their wives’ insistence 
that they don’t spend to excess on themselves as being limiting from a ‘business image’ point 
of view: 
Tom: But sometimes that means spending it on you and that’s what I tell my 
partner all the time, especially in interior design, it’s all image. I can’t turn up 
and see clients unless I look the part. I am the business, my image is the 
business. So you have to be at the right level. I had a client once give me a 
massive contract and when I asked him why me, because he wasn’t even local 
but based in Manchester, he said, it was because you had a pattern in your 
suit, it wasn’t just a normal suit it had a very subtle pattern woven into it and 
he noticed! I paid more for the suit, thought nothing of it but, see how it 
turned out? That’s what I mean – sometimes it looks like I’m being flash but 
it’s actually an investment! I try and tell her that but she won’t have it. I say to 
her, you’d be happier after the war, living on rations (laughs).  
 
Conclusion  
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This chapter has brought the mobility experience of upwardly mobile, self-employed men from 
working class backgrounds into focus. By so doing, it has explored the mobility experience of 
a strata in society who are under-represented in existing empirical insights into the subjective 
way upward mobility is lived and defined. In particular, it has shown that ambivalence and 
mixed emotions are defining features of the mobility experience of upwardly mobile self-
employed men. 
 
Tom and Danny feel frustrated and impatient because of the length of time it takes them to 
‘make money’ and subsequently ‘reach the next level’ of social mobility, especially through 
the consumption of commodities. Further, for both men, the sense of ‘challenge’ associated 
with small business appears to have dissipated, now that their small enterprises are effectively 
‘running themselves’. This appears to have the effect of positioning the men’s enterprises as a 
‘means to an end’ (with the end being the acquisition of capital), rather than inherently 
challenging and rewarding aspects of their lives. Yet, simultaneously, Tom and Danny enjoy 
the relative wealth that their enterprise has bestowed upon them, and appear to gain satisfaction 
from their local reputations as ‘successful, self-employed’ small business owners. Tom and 
Danny have seen a rapid increase in their levels of self-confidence - particularly in comparison 
with how they felt about themselves when they were school students - as a result of their self-
employment and associated upward mobility. Thus, both positive and negative emotions are 
associated by Tom and Danny with their upward mobility experience.  
 
While recognising the ambivalent way Tom and Danny discuss their mobility experience, it 
should be stressed that the negative, rather than positive, emotions attributed to the experience 
of upward mobility articulated by Tom and Danny are the most significant to focus on, in terms 
of contextualising the data presented in this chapter in relation to previous insights. Despite 
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their increase in self-confidence, Tom and Danny still associate a level of insecurity and doubt 
with their own abilities and statuses. This was also the case for the Changers (CC Giazitzoglu, 
2014). Tom and Danny have realised upward mobility via self-employment. In contrast, the 
Changers realised upward mobility via salaried careers. The fact that both the Changers and 
Tom and Danny’s mobility experience is impaired and polluted by self-doubt, irrespective of 
the form of employment embarked upon to realise it, suggests that there is something 
fundamentally problematic for men experiencing upward mobility psychosocially, and that a 
level of insecurity and anxiety is an inevitable by-product of moving between social class 
stratifications as a male.  
 
In relation to this point, it should be noted that feelings of insecurity appear to be exaggerated 
when men compare themselves with people who are ‘higher up’ the social class spectrum than 
they are, e.g. when Tom and Danny and members of the Changers compare themselves with 
men in the new social contexts they encounter because of their mobility, and whose 
backgrounds are more prestigious (CC the Changers discussing men who have attended 
boarding schools). Feelings of insecurity do not seem to impair upwardly mobile men when 
they compare themselves sideways (with men from similar backgrounds experiencing similar 
levels of upward mobility) or downwards (e.g. with less successful men who are ‘stuck’ in their 
working class communities of origin). Whether this rule will be found to be repeated in future 
empirical work into the experiences of upward mobility represents an interesting, more 
longitudinal question and mode of analysis. 
 
A unique feature of the upward-mobility-experiences of Tom and Danny relate to the men’s 
wives. Tom and Danny’s spouses have directly improved the men’s economic situations 
through their participation in the men’s businesses. Further, Tom and Danny’s wives have, 
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perhaps shrewdly, prevented the men from heavily participating in the conspicuous 
consumption of luxury goods. This suggests that the mobility experience associated with self-
employment may be interpreted differently on the basis of gender. For self-employed men, 
mobility is, largely, about ‘enjoying’ wealth, via lavish consumption (e.g. purchasing business 
class seats on an aeroplane instead of economy ones as part of a family holiday). Indeed, Tom 
and Danny justify ‘working hard’ in relation to their ability to consume. In contrast, for the 
wives of self-employed men, the heightened economic situation gained through self-
employment should, it seems, be guarded, to some extent.  
 
Through its illustration into the ways Tom and Danny’s wives impact Tom and Danny’s 
experiences of upward mobility, this chapter’s analysis has added a level of ‘family’ and 
‘network’ analysis to extant work. It has emphasised that, for self-employed men, upward 
mobility is not lived in isolation but, rather, with continuous reference to – even validation 
from - their spouses. This is significant, epistemologically. Mobility analysis is a field where 
upward mobility has been treated as something that derives from the actions of the individual, 
and which is ‘lived’, almost solipsistically, by the individual. Here, a welcome, more nuanced 
insight into the way upward mobility is experienced, interdependently, by the individual and 
significant people in their immediate social network has been presented.  
 
Yet, more could be said on this. In the two cases outlined here, the men’s upward mobility is 
aided by their lack of dependent children and, consequently, heightened levels of disposable 
income. If, as the men themselves identify, their life-situations required them to financially 
‘take care’ of children or others in their immediate family network, their desire to spend 
lavishly may be impaired. In turn, the way Tom and Danny define and interpret their mobility 
experience may change. This challenges the extent to which the cases explored here can be 
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seen as being generalizable to other self-employed, upwardly mobile males, especially those 
with children and other dependents in their network.   
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